Introduction
Almost everyone who is incarcerated is one day released back into the community (Petersilia, 2004) . This is just as true for sexual offenders as it is for their non-sexual-offender counterparts, but their experiences of release and re-entry tend to be monitored considerably more closely. Given the undeniable gravity and significant social costs of child sexual abuse (in particular), it is essential that we are as well informed as possible about what helps and what hinders the successful community re-entry of the perpetrators of these offences. It is also necessary to identify not just the factors that reduce recidivism, but also the factors that maximize desistance from offending and prevent sexual victimization.
Sexual offending research is now a well-established area of study, but the dynamic nature of a sex offender's criminal career has only recently attracted research attention, and we know comparatively little about the mechanisms of desistance from sexual offending. We do know that desistance is not a new phenomenon. Criminologists have observed its existence for centuries (Laws and Ward, 2011; Sampson and Laub, 1993) : most individuals with criminal histories eventually stop offending (Göbbels et al., 2012; Maruna, 2001) . Decades of mostly psychological research on sexual offending consistently show that risk declines with age, and recidivism is lowered when treatment and social supports are available (Scoones et al., 2012) . Without labelling it so, the empirical reality of low sexual recidivism is essentially evidence of desistance. What is new is the recent reframing of sexual offending within the language of desistance (Farmer et al., 2011; Laws and Ward, 2011; Willis 
Desistance defined
Desistance has been described in a number of ways, but generally refers to a slowing down or stopping of offending behaviour (Farrall, 2010) . Operationalizations have included a gradual slowing down of criminal behaviour, a marked decrease in the frequency, intensity, and seriousness of criminal behaviour, the absence of official charges or convictions, and the self-report of the complete termination of criminal behaviour (Willis et al., 2010) . The present study adopts Laws and Ward's (2011) definition that desistance is a dynamic process that includes stopping and refraining from a behaviour.
Defining its temporal parameters remains one of the most contentious issues in the study of desistance, with researchers varying widely on how much time free from criminal activity constitutes desistance. For instance, criminologists have argued that 12 months of crime-free street time is sufficient (Graham and Bowling, 1995, in Healy, 2010) , and also that a follow-up of 2 years is necessary to capture reconvictions (Cann et al., 2004 , in Healy, 2010 . It is also generally agreed by psychologists that due to their apparently different criminal careers (Hanson, 2002) sex offenders require a longer period of time in which to exhibit desistance. (Recommendations have ranged from 3 to 6 years, Farrall et al., 2011) . Many of the participants in the present study were over 50 years of age at the time of their interview and had been out of custody for up to 15 years. Although one cannot be truly certain of desistance until death (Maruna, 2001) , the characteristics of the present sample provided an ample window of time in which to detect self-reported abstinence from offending.
Public perceptions of desistance and recidivism
Sex offenders have been all but ignored by previous well-known studies of desistance (Farrall et al., 2011) . Such enquiries either did not distinguish between sexual and non-sexual offenders (Laub and Sampson, 2003; Maruna, 2001) or, even more curiously, explicitly excluded sexual offenders from their studies without explanation (e.g., see Healy, 2010) . A potential reason for this neglect may be the enduring but largely
